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  Part I: The Maverick


  A Sheepdog Among Wolves


   


  “Attention Lone Spear, this is Trident One,” came the commander’s gravelly voice over the gunboat’s speakers. “Divert from your present course and do not, repeat, do not engage the incoming craft.” 


  “The hell?” James McCoy muttered—under his breath, of course. He narrowed his eyes at the holoscreen and fought the urge to lash out at his commanding officer.


  “Trident One, we have unidentified ships converging on the convoy. Repeat, we have unidentified ships converging on the convoy. Requesting permission to—” 


  “Negative, Lone Spear, negative. Resume escort formation and await further orders.” 


  James clenched his fists in frustration. Was the commander blind? Several unknown vessels had departed the Lagrange settlements of the nearest moon, moving dangerously close to the supply convoy that he was supposed to protect. On his main display, eight red dots moved steadily upward along a line that didn’t quite intersect the bundle of friendly green and blue vectors, but could easily be made to without warning.


  Conditions in the local sector were ripe for an ambush. When the Hameji had invaded five standard years ago, they had slagged Karduna’s capital planet and massacred billions of people. Those who survived now lived in small, isolated settlements scattered across the system, barely able to defend themselves. Since the Hameji only cared for conquest and barely deigned to manage their empire, piracy was rampant. The convoy was on its own. 


  “Uh, Captain, sir?” came a shaky voice behind him: Ensign Sterling Jones, his new co-pilot. “Are we going to pull back?”


  “Don’t worry, Sterling. I heard the commander.” James pulled back on the piloting stick, making his stomach drop as the gunboat changed course. On the screen, the green vector that marked their present course bent slightly upward, not quite conforming to the other vector lines of the convoy. 


  “Right, sir,” said Sterling. 


  James couldn’t see Sterling’s face, since they sat with their backs to each other, but he could hear the nervousness in the ensign’s voice. As the gunboat accelerated, the ergonomic chair distributed the increasing gee forces evenly across James’s body. Unlike most spacecraft, the Lone Spear’s cockpit was located at the ship’s center of mass, beneath almost ten tons of heavy armor. Two 30 mm projectile cannons, six plasma clusterpod launchers, a squadron of fighter drones, and nearly twenty short-range autolasers added another two tons to the ship’s mass. Of course, most of the guns were either nonfunctional or unarmed due to fleet-wide ammunition constraints, but the gunboat could still handle its own in a fight. 


  On the screen, the red dots representing the unidentified ships crept closer, making James cringe. The convoy was carrying vital medical supplies and antibiotics to the Colony from Kardunash IV. Six months ago, another convoy carrying similar cargo had come under attack, and most of the supplies had been lost. If this one didn’t make it through, the hospital back home would be hard pressed to provide even basic medical services. Lives were on the line here, and not just in the combat zone.


  And Commander Maxwell wanted them to stand down?


  “Sterling, power up the drones and get them in the chute. I want to be able to launch fighters the moment this gets ugly.” 


  “Are you sure, sir? The commander—”


  “I know what he said, but the enemy isn’t going to wait for us to arm ourselves before they attack. Are you with me?”


  “Yes, Captain.”


  “Good.” Then stay with me, Sterling. 


  James picked up the comm transmitter. “Trident One, this is Lone Spear. Have the incoming craft hailed us yet?” 


  No response.


  “Trident One, this is Lone Spear. Do you copy?” 


  “We copy, Lone Spear,” said the commander. “Stand down as ordered.” 


  “Uh, Trident One, don’t you think we should position ourselves between the incoming craft and the convoy? If those marks deviate just a couple of degrees from their present vector, they—” 


  “Negative, Lieutenant. I will not be responsible for an unprovoked attack on civilian craft.” 


  If those are civvies, James thought angrily, why won’t they hail us? 


  “Sterling, how are we looking?”


  “Good, sir. Shields and gravitics are both online. I’m having a little trouble with the drones, though—the quick release clamps on the second chute appear to be stuck.”


  James nodded. “Better readjust the balance, then. Just do your best.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The red line on the sector map began to bend in their direction. An alarm on the display began to blink.


  “Uh, Captain, it looks like—”


  “I see it. Hang on.”


  The unidentified craft had altered their vectors and were now heading straight for the convoy. At the rate they were accelerating, they would be within attack range in just a few minutes—exactly as James had feared.


  “Trident One, this is Lone Spear. Unidentified craft have altered course and are heading on an attack vector. Do we have permission to engage?” 


  No response.


  “Trident One, do you copy? This is Lone Spear, requesting permission to—” 


  “Lone Spear, this is Trident One. Hold your current course, but do not move to intercept.” 


  James bit his lip and clenched his fist in frustration. His orders didn’t make sense—the unidentified ships were closing in on them too fast. By the time the commander figured out what the hell he was doing, the engagement would be as good over, and half the convoy would probably be lost.


  Not this time, James told himself. Not on my watch. 


  “Sterling,” he said, “start cycling power to the RPV shields and gravitic dampers. We’re going in hard and fast.”


  “Uh, yes, sir.”


  Ignoring the hesitation in his copilot’s voice, James toggled the battle arrays and nosed the Lone Spear toward the enemy. With his left hand, he ramped up the thrusters to full throttle. A terrible, gut-wrenching sensation grabbed his stomach as the engines roared to life. 


  “Sterling, the dampers!”


  “Right, sorry!” 


  The pressure eased somewhat as the gravitic dampers absorbed the worst of the sudden acceleration. On the main sector screen, the green line representing their course bent until it coincided almost perfectly with the red lines, like a wire fitting into conduit. They were moving out to intercept the incoming pirates alone. ETA was fifty seconds.


  “Sterling, are the shields up?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good. Map out the targets and relay the data to the combat AI. Get ready to launch drones.”


  “But Captain, at our current rate of acceleration, I can’t calculate the release vectors!”


  “Then prepare to launch them manually on my mark,” said James. “Don’t worry—you’re doing fine.”


  The intercom crackled with Maxwell’s voice. “Lone Spear, this is Trident One. Stand down! Repeat, stand down!” 


  I can’t do that, Commander. 


  “Lone Spear, do you copy? Stand—” 


  “Captain, we have incoming fire!” Sterling shouted. Sure enough, an alarm sounded in the cramped cockpit.


  “I see it. Hang on!”


  On the main screen, a steady stream of small projectile fire arced towards them along the enemy’s vector. I hope none of those shots slips past us to hit the convoy, James thought. 


  “Five seconds to impact,” said Sterling. “Three, two, one—”


  A high-pitched squeal sounded from deep within the walls of the gunboat as the RPV shield vaporized the incoming projectiles.


  “Shields down thirty percent,” said Sterling, his voice rising. “Forty—no, fifty and climbing!”


  “Engage our reserves, and make sure the shields hold,” said James, firing the last of the thrusters. “Engine burn at full throttle.” 


  “But Captain, we’re on a collision course!”


  “I know,” said James, gripping the piloting stick with clammy hands. His stomach churned as the gee forces rose noticeably, despite of the gravitic dampers. The ETA on his display dropped to fifteen seconds—hopefully, that would be enough to keep the shields from blowing up in their faces before they made contact with the enemy.


  “Lone Spear! Lone Spear!” came the commander’s voice over the intercom. “Pull back and regroup at once! Do you copy?” 


  It’s too late now, James thought to himself. At least this time, they weren’t the ones who had shot first. 


  “Twelve seconds to impact,” said Sterling, his voice raw and full of fear. “We need to pull up!”


  “Negative, Ensign.”


  “But—but we’re going to die!”


  We all have to go sometime. 


  “Just hang in there. Get ready to release drones on my mark.”


  Eight seconds. Seven. The high-pitched squeal turned into a scream.


  Come on, James thought to himself. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck. 


  Five, four—


  “Release fighter drones,” he ordered.


  A series of popping noises filled the cabin. “Drones away!”


  The cluster of red vector lines branched out into eight wildly dancing strands. The Lone Spear shuddered, and a sudden jolt nearly threw him off his chair. 


  “The shields! I—”


  James released a barrage of plasma cluster pods and banked hard to miss the last enemy craft. Alarms blared, and even with the dampers, the sudden change in momentum practically yanked his guts through the floor.


  But they were still alive.


  James closed his eyes and let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. The alarms continued to blare in their ears, red lights flashing all around them. He switched them off and wiped his sweaty forehead.


  “Sterling,” said James, “how are you doing back there? Feeling all right?”


  “N-not really, sir,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I feel sick.”


  “Just hang on. I’m going to bring us around.”


  “Right, Captain.”


  On the main screen, the red vector lines shortened to little stumps as the enemy ships pitched and rolled unpredictably. The Lone Spear’s automated fighter drones, much less massive than the gunboat itself, had already decelerated to match velocity with their targets and were now shooting them to pieces. In just under a minute, they had taken out three of the attackers, and the clusterpods had crippled two more. What was more encouraging, the other gunboats had rallied and were now moving to defend the convoy. 


  “Let’s check the damage report,” said James, toggling his main screen. “What’s this? Shield projectors are offline?”


  “I’m sorry, sir. The shields were dropping too fast, so I—”


  “You ejected them?” The rest of the damage didn’t look so bad: a couple of autolasers were smashed and the forward armor had taken a heavy beating, but hull integrity was nominal and all the critical systems were still online.


  “Yes,” said Sterling. “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “Don’t apologize,” said James. “You did the right thing. If the shields had blown back there, we would have been killed. When we get back home, I’m going to put your name in for a commendation.”


  “Really? Th-thank you, sir.”


  James slowly pulled back on the stick, bringing their nose around 180 degrees. For a while, the room seemed to spin, but much more gently than before. Their momentum had already taken them almost fifty kilometers from the battle, and would easily take them another twenty before they had fully decelerated from combat speeds. That was all right, though—the enemy had lost the initiative, and now found themselves outnumbered and outgunned in a very hostile environment. Even as he swung the Lone Spear back around, two more red dots flickered and winked out on the main screen. Two more kills. 


  “Sterling,” said James, “plot a course to the Trident and get ready to retrieve the fighter drones.” 


  “Wait—it’s over?”


  “For us, yes.”


  The young ensign drew in a sharp breath. “W-we’re alive,” he said, as if no other realization could be more profound. “Stars of Earth, we made it!”


  James grinned and watched the map as the last three enemy ships disengaged and made a hard reversal, heading back to the Lagrange settlements. In just a few hours, the convoy would be in deep enough space that pirates shouldn’t be a threat. With the engagement as good as over, there was nothing else to do but switch to autopilot and settle in for the long ride back to the convoy.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Have you ever killed a man?” 


  Danica Nova stared at James with cold, narrowed eyes. Her short black hair was pulled back, her dark eyes piercing him with their unflinching gaze. Even in a sweat-stained t-shirt, she commanded such a presence that he couldn’t help but answer.


  “No. Of course not.” 


  “Do you think you ever could?” 


  “Yes,” he said, a little too quickly. She stared him in the eye and frowned. “I mean, maybe,” he stuttered. “I don’t know. I think I could.” 


  Danica folded her arms. “There are two kinds of people in this universe,” she said. “Those who can kill without hesitation, and those who cannot. Sheep and wolves, in other words. You know what a sheep is?”


  “Yes,” said James. “They had pastures for them in the agri-domes on Kardunash IV, before—well, before the Hameji came.” Before everything fell apart. 


  “And you know what wolves are, too?” 


  “No,” he admitted. 


  Danica took a deep breath and stood with her hands clasped smartly behind her. “The Old Earth Archives tell of a time, long before spaceflight, when humanity lived off of primitive agriculture. According to these records, most of the Earth’s surface was unsettled, roughly analogous to the Outer Reaches today. Wolves were untamed beasts who lived off the land, eating sheep or men or whatever else they could hunt down and kill. 


  “In civilized society, most people are like sheep. They live in large, comfortable communities where they think they’re safe from those who would harm them. But out on the fringes, you’ll find the wolves. Those are the people who can—and will—kill without hesitation. Those are the ones who fight and win wars. Those are the ones who have the power to destroy civilization.” 


  James tensed as he thought of Kardunash IV, the capitol world of his home star, slagged to oblivion by the invading Hameji battle fleets. Billions of lives, all snuffed out in only a matter of hours.


  “Those are the Hameji, you mean?” 


  “Yes,” said Danica. “Those are the Hameji.” 


  “So what do I do, then?” he asked. “What does any of this have to do with me?” 


  “If you want to fight a wolf, you have to become one.” 


  James felt the blood drain from his cheeks. “You mean, I have to become like the Hameji? A monster?”


  “No,” said Danica. “Because you see, on Old Earth, there were two kinds of wolves: those who lived in the wild, and those who were tamed by man. The tame wolves became sheepdogs—protectors of the sheep. They used their killing instincts to hunt down the wolves. 


  “You see, Ensign, the only reason civilized society isn’t overrun by barbarians and criminals is because of the sheepdogs. We think of our soldiers and policemen as great heroes, when really, they have more in common with murderers than with the people they protect. Instead of becoming monsters, however, they learn to channel their natures for good—to serve and protect, rather than to kill and destroy.” 


  To serve and protect, James thought. Even if it means becoming a wolf to do it. 


  He’d thought over that conversation many times in the years since. The universe outside of his home was like a dark, black forest, filled with ravenous wolves. Could he ever kill a man? Now, he did that almost every time he climbed into the cockpit of his gunboat. Of course, it was easy to kill someone who was a blip on a holoscreen, a faceless target fed to him by a computer. It was harder to kill someone who was standing right in front of you. He’d done it before, though, and would probably do it again. And at the rate at which the security situation in the Karduna system was deteriorating, that day would probably come sooner rather than later.


  That was why he could never afford to forget what he was fighting for. His home, his people, the citizens of the Colony—that was why he put his life on the line, every time he took command of the Lone Spear. The thrill of battle and the exhilaration of victory were not sufficient to be ends in themselves. He might be a killer, but he was not a wolf, and would never allow himself to become one. 


  At least, he desperately hoped so.


   


  * * * * *


   


  James knew he was in trouble even before he climbed out of his gunboat and set foot on the launch deck of the Trident One. Even so, he didn’t expect the commander to confront him there personally. 


  “Lieutenant McCoy,” said Fleet Commander Maxwell, his jowled cheeks red with anger. “What possessed you to disregard my orders?” 


  “Sir,” said James, trying very hard to keep his temper. “The conditions in the field—”


  “To hell with the conditions!” shouted the commander. “I can’t have trigger-happy gunboat captains ignoring direct orders. Thanks to your antics, we’ve already exceeded our requisitioned fuel allotment. And what if those ships were civilian transports instead of pirates?” 


  Then they wouldn’t have attacked us, you empty-headed fool. 


  “I did what I felt I had to, sir,” said James, struggling to keep his voice low. “If we hadn’t moved to intercept them when we did, they would have easily breached our formation and attacked the convoy.”


  Commander Maxwell pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes. His uniform fit him poorly, the buttons nearly bursting around his oversized stomach. Like most of the superior officers, he had been a prominent business-man before joining the corps. His training had come from books and seminars, not from real-life military experience. 


  Not like James.


  “I expect my subordinate officers to be team players, Lieutenant,” Commander Maxwell continued. “You are not a team player. If you were an employee in my company, I’d fire you at once.”


  “With all due respect, sir, the Civil Defense Corps is not a for-profit corporation.”


  Maxwell snorted in anger and drew himself up to his full height, which still came just below James’s eye level. “You have a problem with authority, Lieutenant, and I can’t allow it. Because of your insubordination, I have no choice but to send you to the brig until we put into port.”


  James clenched his fists as the door hissed open behind him. Footsteps came—the commander’s personal bodyguard, no doubt, coming to take him away. Half of him wanted to lash out and vent his frustration, but the other half—the smarter half—forced him to remain calm. They had already passed the most dangerous leg of the journey. Another pirate attack would have to cross so much space that even Commander Maxwell would be able to see it coming.


  Hands clasped his shoulders from behind. “Lieutenant?”


  James looked the commander in the eye and saluted. “Sir.” Maxwell blinked and hesitated for a moment before returning the salute.


  As the guards marched James out the door and into the narrow hallway of the Trident One, they passed Ensign Sterling near the bridge. The boyish officer looked at them in bewilderment, his normally cheery face a picture of confusion. 


  “Captain? Where are they taking you?”


  “Sorry, Sterling,” said James. “Looks like you won’t be getting that commendation anytime soon.” The guards marched him into a nearby elevator, and the doors hissed shut behind him.




  The Patrician’s Daughter


   


  Sara Galbraith-Dickson stepped into her cozy apartment and dropped her workout bag on the fold-out couch set into the nearest wall. As the door hissed shut behind her, she took off her sweaty T-shirt and dropped it in the laundry hamper, noting that she’d have to wash her clothes before long. That could wait, though—she had other, more pressing things to do.


  “Welcome back,” came the slightly monotone voice of her personal AI. “Did you have a good training session at the dojo?”


  “Yes, thank you,” she said as she unstrapped her wrist console and plugged it into the computer terminal. The sidebar on the holoscreen displayed a few news stories, but none of them stood out at a glance.


  “Excellent. I’m glad you did.”


  Sara knew that the AI didn’t really care how she was doing—it was only programmed to say that so it could determine her personality and adjust its responses accordingly. Still, she didn’t mind the artificial companionship.


  “Did anyone leave a message?” she asked as she keyed open the door to her bathroom. The familiar smell of half a dozen hygiene products met her nose the moment she stepped inside.


  “As a matter of fact, I received two messages while you were away. Shall I play them for you?”


  “By all means,” said Sara as she slipped out of her clothes in preparation for the shower. This AI was a lot more personable than the last model—thinking about it made her realize she hadn’t named it yet.


  “Computer, do you have a name?”


  “I do not have a user-specified designation, but my serial number is NI-9938.”


  “That won’t do,” said Sara. “Set new designation to…” What name should she give her AI? NI-99… 


  “Nina.”


  “Very well,” said the newly-christened Nina. “Playing first message.”


  “Hello, dear,” came the voice of Sara’s mother. “Why do you always keep your wrist console turned off when you’re away?”


  Sara rolled her eyes and stepped into the narrow shower unit. Two beeps indicated a break in the message playback.


  “How would you like your water?” Nina asked.


  “I can take care of it manually,” said Sara. “Go on.”


  “As you wish.” Two beeps, and the message continued.


  “Anyway,” her mother’s voice returned as Sara keyed the wash cycle. “I just wanted to know how you’re doing. Call me sometime—it’s been forever since we talked.” 


  Jets of pressurized water shot from the walls, spraying her from every direction. She shuddered at the initial shock of impact, then raised her arms to let it wash all over her. The temperature was a little cooler than the default, but that was fine—after two hours of physical training, it felt good.


  “Oh, and by the way,” her mother continued, “I met a nice boy the other day. He just graduated from the academy here at Kardunash III, and I think you’ll agree, he’s super cute.”


  Sara groaned. Leave it to her mother to set her up from nearly fifty million kilometers away. She leaned against the wall of the narrow shower unit and folded her arms, letting the water pool in the cruxes of her elbows.


  “His parents are well established citizens of Skye,” the message continued. “Old money—very respectable. An associate of mine knows them well. The next time you come to visit, I can easily arrange for you to meet him.”


  Thanks, Mom. For the warning. 


  “Anyhow, give me a call sometime. I love you, dear.”


  The message beeped out. Sara sighed and picked up the scrubber-hose from its slot next to the access panel and switched it on. Sweet-smelling soap began to ooze out of the sponge on the end.


  “Message received approximately one hour and forty-five minutes ago,” said Nina. “Shall I play the next one?” 


  “Yes.”


  One beep indicated the start of playback. “Hello, Sara,” came her father’s voice. “How has your day been so far? I hope your service at the children’s home went well this upshift.”


  Sara’s stomach sank through the floor. That was today? She had meant to go, but things had just sort of gotten in the way. Her father would probably think that she was careless—or worse, a lazy, spoiled daughter.  


  “In any case, I’m very much looking forward to our meeting in two hours. The diplomatic sub-committee has finalized the delegation, and it passed through the General Assembly last night. As we agreed, your name is on the list.”


  Sara finished with the scrubber and reactivated the shower. As the cool water rinsed away the soap suds, she filled her hands from the shampoo dispenser and began to wash her hair.


  “In addition to the diplomatic team, the sub-committee wants me to send a small military escort to ensure the security of the delegates. It’s mostly a formality, but I agree with them that it’s a useful one. This is a dangerous mission, Sara, and I don’t want to take any chances with your safety.”


  You don’t trust me to take care of myself, Dad? It wasn’t like she was a little girl anymore. With a master’s degree in interplanetary relations, a well-paying job in the diplomatic corps, and a black belt in Rigelan jujitsu, she was quite capable of looking after herself. 


  “Passenger restrictions on the Freedom Star permit me to send only two soldiers with the delegation,” he continued, “but I’ve picked ones who should be well up to the task. They’re coming on a supply convoy, and should arrive within the hour. I’ll be expecting you at the spaceport as soon as you’re able. I hope you’re packed already, dear, because you won’t have much time to do it later.” 


  Sara wasn’t, but she had no doubt that she’d be ready before departure. She was a light traveler.


  “In any case, I hope this message finds you well. Please let me know when you’re on your way.”


  The audio chimed to indicate the end of the last message. “May I be of service in any other way?” Nina asked.


  “Sure,” said Sara as she finished rinsing out her hair. “Give me a rundown of the major bills and resolutions currently on the floor of the General Assembly, in descending order by voting deadline.”


  “Very well. Bill 3212R32: Emergency Powers Amendment. Requires ratification by a two-thirds majority on all executive orders regarding domestic affairs. Deadline in approximately two hours. Voting currently stands at thirty-six percent ‘yea,’ forty-two percent ‘nay.’” 


  Sara sighed. It seemed that every other month, some sort of amendment to her father’s emergency powers came to the floor of the General Assembly. Had the people of the Colony lost their trust in his leadership, or were they merely discontent with the pressures of the last few months? In any case, her own vote was a no-brainer.


  “Nina, set my vote to ‘nay.’” 


  “I’m sorry,” said the AI, “but Colony law forbids me to act as a voting proxy.”


  “Then just take my thumbprint on the shower’s control panel and treat that as my vote.” For an artificial intelligence, Nina wasn’t very bright.


  “Very well. Initiating imprinting process.”


  Sara pressed her thumb against the panel, then keyed the drying cycle. The water shut off, and a loud vacuum opened in the drain beneath her feet. A doughnut shaped drier slowly ran down the cylindrical walls of the unit, blasting her with hot air. She raised her hands high in the air as the water ran off her skin and into the recyclers.


  “Resolution 34A223,” Nina continued, “Combat Local Piracy Act. Designates all space within fifty thousand kilometers of Lagrange point L5 a protected safe zone and authorizes the Civil Defense Corps to use deadly force in patrolling that zone. Deadline in twenty-eight hours; voting currently stands at forty-nine percent ‘yea,’ thirty-one percent ‘nay.’” 


  Forty-nine percent—that was only a couple of percentage points away from passing. Her vote probably wouldn’t make a difference now, and going on the record might come back to bite her politically. At the same time, though, it didn’t seem right to stand back and do nothing. She wasn’t exactly dovish, but these military escalations always made her uneasy.


  “Put me down as ‘nay,’” she said over the roar of the shower’s dry cycle. “Here’s my imprint.” She pressed her thumb against the access panel as the drier reached her feet. 


  “Very well,” said Nina. “Bill 3213A—”


  “That’s enough, Nina. I’ll review the rest later.” 


  She stepped out of the shower unit and retrieved a towel from an overhead compartment, wrapping it around her hair.


  “Understood. Would you like me to select your outfit for the evening?”


  “No,” she said, walking into her bedroom. “I can manage it fine myself.” After all, some things were better off not left to a computer.


  “Very well,” said Nina. “Your father is expecting you at—”


  “Yes, I know. Go on standby until further notice.”


  “Very well. Going on standby. Goodbye!” 


  Sara studied her figure for a moment in the mirror before picking out her clothes. Personal AIs could be helpful, to be sure, but they could also be rather annoying. Besides, she had more important things on her mind. In just a few hours, she would leave on a voyage that would take her almost twenty parsecs from home. She still had a lot to do before she was ready.


   


  * * * * *


   


  At the groan of the opening blast doors, James eased off of his cot and rose to face the electrified grill on the far side of his cell. Heavy footsteps sounded on the floor, no doubt to escort him off the ship. Sure enough, three men walked into view: a short, balding man with a gray-haired goatee, flanked by two military police.


  “Lieutenant McCoy,” said the older man: a master sergeant, by the insignia on his shoulder. James’s eyes grew wide, and he hastened to give a salute.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I have orders to escort you to the docking terminal with your personal effects.” The master sergeant nodded to the MPs, who depowered the door and swung it open on its squeaky, archaic hinges. 


  Strange, James thought to himself. Still, if high command wanted to strip him of his commission, they wouldn’t have sent such a high-ranking officer to meet him at port—which begged the question, why had they sent anyone at all? 


  “Thank you, sir,” he said. “May I ask who wishes to see me?”


  The master sergeant stepped back to allow James to step out into the narrow hallway between cells. “I suppose it’s only fair,” he muttered. “It’s the patrician. He’s waiting for you at the terminal right now.”


  “Th-the patrician?” James’s blood ran cold, and his heart skipped a beat. The patrician was the commander-in-chief of all Colony defense forces, and the highest elected official in the Colony government. Either James was in deeper trouble than he realized, or something else was going on that he didn’t know anything about.


  “That’s right, the patrician,” said the master sergeant, leading him through the open blast doors. As James followed him out of the brig, the MPs fell into step behind them. 


  “But—but what about my uniform? I—”


  “Normally, I’d give you some time to change,” said the master sergeant. “Unfortunately, the patrician is running on a very tight schedule. Your flight suit will have to do.”


  James glanced down at the drab, olive-green flight suit he was wearing. He’d only been allowed two changes of clothing in the brig, and he’d worn the other for almost the entire voyage, saving the clean one for when they put into port. Thank the stars he wasn’t wearing the dirty one right now.


  “Can you tell me why he wants to see me?” he asked as they walked down the brig corridor.


  “I would tell you if I could, Lieutenant, but frankly, I don’t know.”


  The master sergeant stopped in front of the elevator and keyed the access panel. The doors hissed open, and they both stepped inside, leaving the MPs behind. 


  “What about Commander Maxwell?” James asked as the door slid shut. “I thought—”


  “The commander was more shocked than any of us when he received the news,” the master sergeant answered with the hint of a smile. “I assure you, Lieutenant, whatever his opinion of your behavior, it has been overruled.”


  That’s a relief. After a few brief moments of silence, they stepped out into the main corridor of the ship. 


  Unlike the gunboats, the Trident One was a converted passenger liner, one that had been in operation for several decades under the New Gaian Empire before the Hameji occupation. The signs of age weren’t immediately obvious, but James picked them out easily enough: little chips of missing paint along the bulkheads, the indentations of foot traffic along the yellowed floor tiles, a slight fogginess in the windows from years of exposure to cosmic radiation. In contrast, the men and women who staffed the ship were quite young, most of them barely older than James. In their olive-green military drab, they seemed as out of place as pirates in a civilized star system.  


  “What about my belongings?” James asked.


  “They have already been packed and unloaded. You’ll find them at the tram.”


  Sure enough, when they reached the end of the corridor and stepped into the airlock, James saw his duffel bag waiting for him. He hoisted it onto his shoulder and turned to the master sergeant, who stood outside the door.


  “I’ll leave you here, Lieutenant. The patrician asked to meet with you privately.”


  Privately? James’s stomach flipped, and for a moment, he felt like throwing up. 


  “Right,” he said. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Good luck.”


  The ride in the tram down the docking arm did little to quell his anxiety. Between the docking terminal and the Trident One, the artificial gravity field grew so weak that his bag began to creep up the wall next to him. He gripped the shoulder bars that kept him in his seat and closed his eyes, imagining that he was simply lying on his back. 


  As the tram began to decelerate, gravity slowly returned. When it came to a stop, James opened his eyes and took a deep breath. After checking himself over to make sure he was presentable, he picked up his bag and stepped out. A man in a crisp business suit stood waiting for him on the other side, with two aides standing just behind him. 


  It could only be the patrician.


  “Mister patrician, sir,” he said, dropping his bag to offer a salute. “It’s an honor to meet you in person.” 


  “Lieutenant James McCoy, I take it?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Excellent. It’s a pleasure to meet you, as well.” 


  The patrician offered James his hand and gave him a firm, commanding handshake. He was a tall, heavyset man, with a clean-shaven face and receding hairline. His chest and arms were surprisingly strong, though, and his expressive face betrayed a mind that was obviously quite active. 


  “I’ve heard a lot about you, Lieutenant,” he said. “My aides here have briefed me on your entire file.”


  “My, ah, file?” James asked. He swallowed nervously and tried not to think about what was in there.


  “Yes, yes, of course. You’ve built up quite an impressive service record, with—what? Twenty-one kills?” 


  “Twenty-six,” said James, his heart racing. 


  The patrician smiled. “I’ve already spoken with your co-pilot, Ensign Jones. He speaks very highly of you.”


  Sterling?  


  “I’m… glad to hear that, sir.” 


  “Yes, he’s waiting for us in the car. But first, allow me to introduce you to my daughter, Sara.”


  A gorgeous young woman stepped forward, offering her hand. James froze, and his stomach all but dropped through the floor. Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders, and her smile almost made his heart stop. Her form-fitting smart-dress accentuated the natural curve of her hips, while her deep blue eyes shone like the shimmering starfields of deep space.


  “Hello,” said James, unable to say anything else. Somehow, he managed to shake her hand without making a fool of himself.


  “Hello,” said Sara. “James, I take it?”


  “You can call me that,” he all but stammered.


  She nodded. “Pleased to meet you.”


  “I’m afraid we’re running short on time,” said the patrician. “Your ship is scheduled to leave in only a few hours, and you still need to be briefed on your mission.”


  James blinked. “Our mission?”


  “Yes, your mission. Didn’t Commander Maxwell explain it to you?”


  “No, Sir. The commander didn’t tell me anything.”


  The patrician pursed his lips. “Well, that’s unfortunate. You won’t have much time to handle your personal affairs. Do you have any family that you wish to say goodbye to before you leave?”


  I was hoping to say hello to them first.  


  “Yes,” said James, “but I’m sure that I can do that later, sir—after I’ve been briefed.”


  “Excellent,” said the patrician, patting him on the back. “Come, to my car.”


  James picked up his bags and followed behind the patrician’s daughter, who glanced at him over her shoulders. He gave her a weak smile that quickly changed to a frown once her back was turned.


  What in all the holy constellations of Earth is going on? 


   


  * * * * *


   


  Sara stepped into the car while her father held the door open, ducking as she entered the narrow space. She sat knee-to-knee across from the ensign, who grinned at her like a small puppy.


  “Hello again,” he said. “Are we—Oh! Captain McCoy, it’s good to see you!” 


  “Lieutenant McCoy,” James corrected him as he scooted up next to him. “I’m only your captain when we’re on the Lone Spear.” 


  “Oh, right. Sorry.”


  With a soft grunt, her father squeezed in next to her. The door hissed shut, while outside, the two aides waited for the next available car.


  Sara took a good look at the lieutenant as the car started moving in its track along the ceiling. Like Ensign Jones, he had a sort of nervous look about him: a wide-eyed, who-took-the-ground-away kind of look. Unlike the ensign, though, he didn’t seem quite so young and boyish. In his eyes, she glimpsed a depth of experience that she didn’t usually see in people his age. Here was a young man who had seen things—perhaps even more than she had.


  “So, ah, Mister patrician,” said James. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what exactly is this all about?”


  Her father chuckled. “Cutting to the chase, are we? I can see why you went into the military and not politics.”


  Sterling laughed nervously, clearly unsure of himself. James only nodded.


  “I take it you haven’t heard of the interstellar conference at Gaia Nova,” her father said, clasping his hands together the way he always did when he got down to business. “A quorum of delegates from the Hameji-occupied worlds is seeking to draft a petition of redress for the general security failure and widespread economic collapse. It’s been a long time in coming, but the Hameji have agreed to sponsor the meeting, which is scheduled to take place in two standard weeks.”


  James frowned. “Petition of redress? Since when did the Hameji allow that?”


  “We’ve managed to convince them that it’s in their best interests to let us organize,” said Sara, giving the lieutenant a disarming smile. “Besides, they’re much too interested in their military campaigns to worry about us.” 


  Whether from her words, her smile, or some combination of both, James offered no further objection. Her father continued.


  “I’m sending you both with the delegation as a military escort. You are responsible for the security of the diplomatic team, including the safety of my daughter.”


  “Yes, sir,” said James. From the way he looked at her father, it seemed almost as if he were purposefully avoiding eye contact with her.


  “There are some on the committee who view your presence as merely a formality. However, I want you to know that I expect nothing less than your finest. Our colony has a lot riding on the outcome of this conference. I personally have a lot riding on it, considering that my daughter is a member of the diplomatic team. It is vitally important that you see to their security and ensure that they return unharmed. Do you understand?” 


  “Yes, sir,” said James. “We understand perfectly. Don’t we, Sterling?” 


  “Of course,” said the ensign. “Don’t worry, sir.”


  Her father nodded, evidently satisfied. “Good. This diplomatic mission is critical. If we don’t persuade the Hameji to take a more active role in resolving the growing security crisis, I don’t know what we’re going to do.”


  Though the emotion was evident in her father’s voice, she could tell by the glassy look in his eyes that he didn’t fully believe what he was saying. Fortunately, as the car slowed down in front of the Defense Corps’s barracks, neither of the soldiers seemed to notice.


  “Captain Jarvis will have more details for you on board the Freedom Star,” her father said as the car came to a stop. “Before you go, however, I want your personal promise that you will guard my daughter at all costs.” 


  “Of course, sir,” said Lieutenant McCoy, saluting. “I swear on my life.”


  “Me too, sir,” said the ensign. 


  “Good.”


  The door hissed open, and her father stepped out to allow them to disembark. While Sara waited in the cabin, he helped them retrieve their bags and sent them on their way.


  “Excellent men,” her father said as he sat back down across from her. “If only we had a hundred more like them.” The door hissed shut, and the car rose up and headed for the residential district of the station.


  “You didn’t have to get that last promise from them,” Sara said, folding her arms. “That was a bit melodramatic.”


  “Perhaps,” he said, “but they won’t soon forget it, will they?”


  “I suppose not.”


  The floor fell out below their car as it rose up the high ceiling of the station’s central dome. Sara recognized the familiar gardens and parks that were so characteristic of the upper class neighborhoods of the Colony. Young mothers pushed strollers past the carefully manicured hedges and picturesque streams. Leafy green trees shimmered in the sunlight that shone through the carefully tinted windows overhead. From high above, however, Sara could see that every house and hedge was virtually identical, and the streams all ran in endless circles, doubling back on themselves. It was a sheltered world apart from reality—an artificial imitation of the peace and prosperity that had once been common throughout the system. Though she’d grown up within that illusion, she had no desire to stay there.


  “Do either of them have top-level clearances?” she asked. 


  “No,” said her father. “As far as they know, you’re just another delegate.”


  Sara sighed. “That’s going to make things difficult, if I have to keep my mission a secret from them.”


  “Be discreet. They’ll never notice a thing, if you do it right.” 


  If I do it right. That was the trick, wasn’t it? 


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “That might not be good enough,” said her father. “The Colony may not survive if you fail.”


  “I know,” said Sara. “I know.”  


  They sat in silence as the carefully manicured illusion of prosperity passed far below.




  The Stowaway


   


  Kyla Jeppson ignored the growling in her stomach as she slunk through the dimly lit corridor toward the spaceport loading docks. The familiar smell of urine and rotting garbage filled the air, masking her like the shadows. She skirted around a large group of beggars gathered around an electric stove and slipped into a narrow crawlspace between bulkheads, careful to make sure no one was following her.


  After squeezing past a particularly nasty patch of mold, she arrived in a small chamber hollowed out from a defunct ventilation shaft. The motionless fans still hung overhead, and she ducked to avoid banging her head on their enormous blades. Her eyes flitted back and forth across the foul-smelling place, her heart beating a little faster.


  A small man slouched against the far corner, arms folded across his chest. Though the room was too dark for her to make him out, she imagined she could see the smug expression on his face. A chill ran slowly down her back.


  “You’re late, darling.”


  Kyla said nothing.


  The man unfolded his arms. “Well, come here.”


  She began to approach him, but stopped in the middle of the room, her body tense. When he saw that she wouldn’t come any further, he sauntered casually over to her.


  “You had me a little worried, dear. For a while, I didn’t think you’d come.”


  He caressed her neck with his hand, running his fingers through her matted hair. She flinched at his touch, but made no protest.


  “I see you’ve lost weight. Are they not feeding you as well at the soup kitchen? Or has child services caught on to you?”


  “I’m here,” she said, drawing in a sharp breath.


  “Of course you are.”


  His hand ran down the front of her jumpsuit, groping at her small breasts. Reflexively, she knocked him away. He clucked at her and shook his head.


  “Temper, temper. Is that a way to treat your benefactor?”


  “I’ve paid you once. I’m not going to pay again.”


  He laughed. “A pity. Too bad your ride is leaving so soon—otherwise, we could have had a little fun.”


  Go to hell, you sick bastard. 


  She hated herself for fucking him, but she hated even more that she didn’t have a choice. No place on the station would give her work, and the soup kitchens did little more than keep her alive—barely. It was worse in child services, though. She’d heard all the horror stories. At least with the smuggler, she only had to pay him once.


  He turned to lead her out, but not without snaking his arm around her waist and pinching her butt. She didn’t give him the satisfaction of jumping.


  “Right this way,” he said, leading her out a maintenance corridor. Wires hung from broken conduit, fluorescent lights flickering in the narrow space. A broken pipe joint tore her sleeve, but she ignored it and went on. 


  It hadn’t always been like this. Years ago, when her mother had still been alive, she’d had a clean bed to sleep on, in a room to herself that didn’t smell like urine. Places like this had been foreign to her, where the air was rank with body odor and people slept on rat-infested floors. That was when she’d had a family, though. She didn’t have anyone now.


  The smuggler led her up a ladder to another ventilation shaft. Quick as a rat, he climbed out, reaching back in to pull her up. As she crawled to her feet, the sound of heavy machinery rung in her ears. She kept low as he led her around a bend behind several enormous storage containers.


  “You’re in luck,” he said. “I got you a ship headed for Gaia Nova, the old Imperial capital. Stars know it’s hard to get one of these days.”


  Kyla tensed. Is he trying to raise the price? She hugged her chest and walked a little faster. 


  The smuggler glanced at her and snickered. The harsh sound of his laughter was almost, but not quite, drowned out by the groaning of heavy machinery.


  “No need to be afraid, darling,” he said. “The police don’t ever come here.”


  Just get me to my ship and go away, she thought silently to herself. She kept her eyes on the floor grating and tried to ignore the way he kept moving closer to her. 


  Just when she thought he’d snake his arm around her again, he turned and led her through a narrow crawlspace. The walls were old and corroding in places, but the mold was gone. In spite of the loud industrial noises, she took care to be quiet as she followed on her hands and knees.


  They came out in the middle of a platform with rectangular cargo containers stacked about five or six high. Each one was fairly small, about two body lengths long and not quite tall enough to stand in. The corners were rounded and reinforced, while the hatches had a complicated cross-bar system to keep them sealed.


  The smuggler quickly scanned the containers and picked out a blue on the bottom of the stack. After glancing over his shoulder, he leaned forward and swiped a card over the access panel. The cross-bars disengaged with a loud click, making Kyla jump.


  “Here,” said the smuggler, cracking the hatch open. “In you go.”


  She hesitated for a moment, not sure whether it was safe to crawl into the dark, cramped space. The far end was filled with plastic crates, so that she barely had enough room to sit against the wall. She couldn’t imagine being cramped the whole voyage like that.


  “It’s only until you’re on board,” the smuggler hissed. “See this wire? Pull it tight, and the hatch will open from the inside.”


  “What if it’s up against a wall?”


  He shrugged. “Then tough luck.”


  She took a deep breath and poked her head in the hatch. There was a little more space inside than she’d thought, with an old, stained blanket for her to sit on. Other than that, it looked fairly clean. The blanket was a little damp, but not so much that she couldn’t get used to it. And as for the smell—


  “Are you in or not?” the smuggler asked, his voice low and impatient. In the distance, the sound of the loading crane grew louder.


  There’s no going back once you’re in, Kyla thought to herself. You’ll be leaving this place forever. For the briefest moment, she almost felt a yearning to turn around and stay. But then, her anger swelled up, dousing any nostalgic delusions about the place she’d once called home. She had no future in this place—the Colony was little more to her than a living hell. Better to leave and never look back. 


  She slipped into the open hatchway and eased herself onto the blanket. There were no lights inside, of course, but she was used to that. The hatch was something else entirely. Before the smuggler closed her in, she felt around its smooth inner surface until she found the wire and knew exactly where it was. It made her shudder to imagine being sealed in the container with no way out.


  “There now,” said the smuggler, a wry grin crossing his face. “Are we comfortable?”


  Kyla tensed—she’d seen that grin before. He opened the hatch a little wider, one hand fingering his belt as if in anticipation. The space in the container was just big enough for two people—probably because he’d planned it that way. Before he could advance any further, however, voices sounded further down the hold. He swore and quickly shut the hatch, taking care not to make too much noise. 


  Darkness enveloped her—but not the kind of darkness in the moldy crawlspaces that hid something dangerous and unknown. This was the comforting darkness of a warm, snug hiding place. She counted to sixty, but the smuggler didn’t return—something must have frightened him off, thank the stars. 


  She eased herself back against the wall of the container and fingered the release wire with her hand, just to reassure herself that it was there. With no other way out, that little strand of threaded metal made all the difference between an escape pod and a coffin. As to where she was going, she hardly cared anymore. All that mattered was that she was getting away.


   


  * * * * *


   


  James stepped off the public tram with his parents and walked toward the ticketing gate. Traffic was light at the main terminal today, but a few people still hurried about, busy as usual at the hub of the Colony’s small spaceport. 


  “Well, this is it,” he said, stopping in front of the counter. He dropped his canvas duffel bag and turned to give his aging mother a hug. 


  “I wish you could stay longer,” she said as they embraced.


  “So do I,” said James. “But duty calls.”


  “Just come back alive. That’s all I ask.”


  James gave her a sad smile. Every time he left the station for another mission, she always made the same request. With his brother dead and his sister taken by the Hameji, he was the last of the children she had left. It always filled him with a tinge of guilt for the risks he knew he would soon take.


  “I’ll do my best,” he told her. It might not have been the most comforting answer, but it was certainly the most truthful. 


  His father gave him a parting handshake. “Take care of yourself, son.” 


  “I will.”


  “Be sure to keep your eyes and ears open.”


  “Of course.”


  “I mean it,” said his father, looking him in the eye. “Conference or not, this smells of centralist politics.” 


  James frowned. “But the patrician—”


  “The patrician is the servant of the people, nothing more. He doesn’t have any more power than we give him, and if you ask me, he already has far too much.” 


  Yes, James wanted to say, but the Corps isn’t run by popular vote, and if it were...  


  There were a number of ways he could have finished that statement, all of them colorful, but instead he kept his political views to himself.


  “I’ll do my best,” he said, bending down to pick up his bag. “Don’t worry—I won’t fail you.”


  His father smiled and wrapped an arm around his tearful mother. James turned and held his wrist console up to the computer terminal. His ID cleared, and the gate opened to let him onto the concourse.


  “We love you,” his mother called out one last time. He stepped through, then turned and waved.


  “I love you, too,” he called back. “See you in a few weeks.” 


  Biting his lip, he turned and headed toward his terminal, passing over the giant mosaic image of the star system. Karduna was a golden nub at the very center, coordinate lines radiating outward. A giant pink and red mass off to the right marked the Good Hope Nebula, the imposing cloud of gas and dust that marked the edge of the frontier this side of settled space. On the other side, a gold nub bigger than the first marked Gaia Nova, the seat of galactic civilization.


  Before the Hameji slagged it, that was.


  “Hey, Lieutenant!” came a familiar voice from behind him. James turned and saw Ensign Jones running up to him.


  So much for formality. 


  “Sterling,” said James. A grin spread across his face at the sight of his boyish copilot.


  “It’s good to see you, sir. Need a hand with those bags?”


  “Sure. Thanks for the help.”


  He gave Sterling the lighter of the two bags, and they soon fell into step, walking past the half-empty shops and vendor kiosks toward the boarding area. It wasn’t uncommon to see soldiers in this part of the station, though the two of them did turn a few heads. A quick glance at the cluster of enormous holoscreens overhead showed that the Freedom Star was scheduled to depart in twenty-five minutes. 


  “So what do you think of that girl?” Sterling asked.


  “Girl? What girl?”


  “You know, the one we’re supposed to protect.”


  “You mean the patrician’s daughter?” said James, picking up the pace. He shouldered his way through a crowd heading in the opposite direction and got a handful of dirty glances. Deal with it, people. 


  “Yeah,” said Sterling. “Isn’t she something?”


  James’s cheeks reddened. “Now isn’t the time to talk about that, Ensign.”


  “Oh? Why not?”


  Because she might be somewhere in this crowd right now. 


  “Because it’s too damn distracting,” he said instead. “We have a mission to perform, and ogling her halfway across the galaxy is not going to accomplish that.”


  Sterling covered his mouth and suppressed a laugh. “Sorry, sir—that’s not what I meant.”


  “Of course not.”


  Compared to the rest of the station, the spaceport was extravagantly spacious. The ceilings were high and vaulted, while the walls and floors were made of high-grade basalt from the nearby asteroids. Every surface was polished smooth, so that the place still looked new. The architectural engineers had done a good job: the veneer of prosperity was convincing enough to fool just about anyone. 


  But in truth, the spaceport was little more than an imitation of what it had once been. The spacious concourse was more empty than full, with only a handful of people returning from the terminals. Along the walls, far too many caged and boarded-up doors marked where shops and restaurants had once flourished. The Colony, once an attractive, thriving settlement, was now an isolated outpost in a system that had been utterly ravaged by the Hameji.


  “Is this your first time out of the system, Sterling?” James asked. He couldn’t help but notice the quickness in his copilot’s step.


  “Oh, yes, sir. I’m not much of a pilot—never have been. I’m more of an engineer.”


  James raised an eyebrow. “An engineer?”


  “That’s right. Back when the mining industry was still profitable, I used to work at the shipyards repairing broken equipment. When most of the workforce got laid off, I joined the Corps for the steady paycheck.”


  “Right,” said James. He didn’t bother to point out that the payroll office was four standard months behind.


  “So really, sir—”


  “Call me James.”


  “Yes, er, James—really, I’m not much of a pilot.”


  “No, but you’re a fine copilot and the patrician chose us both for a reason. You’ve got a unique skill set, and that might just help us get out of a tight spot. Don’t put yourself down.” 


  Sterling grinned. “Thank you, sir.”


  James checked the displays and led them to the right, toward their terminal. “So what can you tell me about the Freedom Star, Ensign?” 


  Sterling’s eyes lit up, just as James expected they would. “Gaian Enterprises deep space luxury yacht, Dolphin class—latest model, too. One hundred and twenty meters stem to stern, with room for six crew and eight passengers. She’s one of the few civilian ships left at the Colony with a functioning jump drive—two, in fact.”


  “Two?” That wasn’t a common feature on civilian ships.


  “Yeah. The dual drives don’t add much to the distance rating, but they more than double our jump rate in deep space.”


  “Which means we don’t have to rely on the starlanes for transport,” said James. “If we have to make it back on our own, we can do so quickly without having to worry about being interdicted.”


  “Right,” said Sterling, “though that won’t help us much in-system, since the reactors aren’t significantly boosted.”


  Still, at least we won’t be stranded. That was the problem with sublight engines—if the political situation was unfavorable, you were at the mercy of whoever controlled the local system. When the Hameji had invaded nearly five years ago, virtually every starship with a working jump drive had fled, taking hundreds of thousands of refugees with them. Only a handful still remained at the Colony, and almost all of those belonged to the Corps now. The Freedom Star was one of the rare exceptions. 


  “Are you worried about something?” Sterling asked.


  “No,” James muttered, “but it bothers me that the patrician’s putting us under the command of a civilian.” 


  “A civilian?”


  “Captain Allie Jarvis,” he said, leaning in a little closer to speak under his breath. “She’s the captain of the Freedom Star. Her family has no military background that I could find, but she’s distantly related to the patrician.” 


  “That explains why she didn’t run with the rest of the refugees.”


  “Yeah. It also explains why the patrician went outside of the normal chain of command to brief us—he wants to keep the Corps out of this mission as much as possible.” 


  Sterling frowned. “But why would he want to do that?”


  “I don’t know. That’s what I want to find out.”


  A chime from the loudspeakers interrupted their conversation, followed by the tinny, feminine voice of a recording. “Attention, passengers,” it said, “Tram approaching. For your safety, please wait until the car comes to a complete stop before boarding.”


  “That’s us,” said James. A glance at the holoscreen displays over the main concourse showed the Freedom Star leaving in fifteen minutes. 


  “Right,” said Sterling, hefting James’s bag under his arm. “Let’s go.”


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Hello, mistress,” came Nina’s voice through the jewel in Sara’s ear. “Lieutenant McCoy and Ensign Jones have entered the tram and will be boarding shortly.” 


  Sara nodded, though of course the AI couldn’t see her. But in the privacy of her cabin on board the Freedom Star, it wasn’t as if anyone else could, either. Since they were still in port, the outside view largely consisted of the pockmarked hull of the next ship over: a sublight freighter of some sort by the drab, windowless exterior. No matter. Soon enough, she’d have a view of the stars. 


  With a stretch and a yawn, she rose from her lounge chair and stepped out into the corridor, turning left towards the airlock. She met the captain in the hallway, just outside the main elevator. 


  “Miss Galbraith-Dickson,” said Captain Jarvis, giving her a smart nod. A stout, middle-aged woman, the top of her head only came up to Sara’s nose. Her short, curly red hair was pulled back from her round face, revealing a wide brow and small eyes. Her white uniform was crisp and spotless, the brass buttons polished smooth so that they shone in the bright LED lights that ran along the ceiling. 


  “Captain,” said Sara, shaking her hand. 


  “I take it you’ve settled comfortably into your cabin?”


  “Yes, thank you.” Sara glanced down at her wrist console: two hours to their scheduled departure.


  “I’ve been apprised of the special circumstances surrounding your mission,” said Captain Jarvis, lowering her voice. The hallway was empty, but since they were still in port, it was still a good idea to be discreet. 


  “Good. So you can help me get in touch with our contacts at Gaia Nova?”


  “Certainly. They’ll be waiting for you at the station.”


  “And what about the lieutenant?”


  The captain waved her hand. “Don’t worry. The rest of the delegation will keep him busy enough. So long as you’re careful about it, he won’t notice any deviation from your schedule.” 


  “Perhaps,” said Sara. She sighed. “I wish I knew why my father insisted on sending him with us. He’s not a part of the inner circle.” 


  “I admit, it does seem a little odd. Knowing your father—”


  At that moment, the elevator door hissed open and a young, bright-faced man stepped out. Sara recognized him at once: Lars Stewart, head of the delegation to the conference. Instantly, she and Captain Jarvis grew silent.


  “Oh, hi there,” he said, giving them a disarming smile. “Don’t mind me—I heard that James was coming along, and I thought I’d greet him at the airlock.” 


  “The lieutenant? You know him?”


  Lars grinned. “Of course I know him—he’s an old family friend! We go back a long way, the two of us.”


  Sara nodded politely. Unlike herself and the captain, Lars wore a loose gray jumpsuit with a dark leather vest and an empty utility belt: standard dress for the working-class merchanters. Considering how the Colony had originally been a corporate mining outpost before Karduna had won its independence, his choice of clothing had something of a patriotic flair to it. Still, Sara hoped he
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